Abstract
Introduction
There is strong agreement on the fact that the Internet represents a metaphor for a place or environment that has social significance in identity building processes (Turkle, 1996) , as well as being a cultural environment promoting virtual citizenship and virtual communities (Rheingold, 1993) .
In the context of a multicultural Europe, where the winds of globalization are affecting people from different cultural backgrounds and civilizations, the need for mutual understanding has become very pressing. The role to be played by visionary teachers who make use of the latest pedagogical tools in order to help their students meet the challenges of the contemporary world is a crucial one. As the experience of teachers around the world has amply demonstrated the development of the students' intercultural competence -one of the chief aims that guides the SLT -is greatly enhanced when the teaching/learning process is conducted along new paths made possible by the employment of digital technology. It is our firm belief that such an experience should be more widely known and practiced by foreign language teachers in their day-to-day exertions with students.
It has not been a long time since the concept of intercultural competence first made its way into the vast corpus of academic literature on teaching aims and methodologies. Yet, its very pertinence to the problems which the modern world faces has given this concept a very contemporary ring and placed it in the foreground of the theory and practice of SLT. Though at first sight rather vague and abstract, the idea of intercultural competence is firmly based on such fundamental values as the inherent dignity of the individual human being despite his cultural affiliations or provenance and the essential equality of rights between various cultures as the groundwork on which a decent and democratic global society can be built.
Case study -Participants and Demographical Context
There have been few empirical studies of the intercultural dimension in SLT, while the relationship between virtual teaching environments and the enhanced acquisition of intercultural competences has received little direct investigation. As for the Albanian context, the present situation could be described as one of increasing (if somewhat spontaneous) practical interest in the new ICT-based technologies among foreign language students and teachers. Our project, which involved the creation of a website called "English for the Net Generation", was conceived as a means of understanding
Research Methods
The results presented in this study are based on a critical discourse analysis involving a minute examination of linguistic and stylistic features of the listening materials from www.bbc.co.uk, www.voanews.com, www.esl-lab.com, etc, the various online discussions and the students' comments posted in the forum of our website www.netenglisholsa.org. These results provide an overwhelming amount of evidence on the degree to which intercultural elements form an integral part of a virtual teaching environment; they also serve to verify the thesis that websites serve as catalysts in the promotion of the students' intercultural competence through the teaching of a foreign language.
Analysis of the Results

Critical discourse analysis of the listening texts in our website
One of the main objectives of our online listening practice, besides the self-evident aim of promoting the students' listening skills, was to broaden their cultural horizon by presenting them with a diversity of perspectives and values representative of the culture and civilization of the English-speaking countries -the guiding educational ideal of such an approach being their mental emancipation for all forms of prejudiced narrow-mindedness or thinking under the pernicious influence of conscious and semiconscious stereotypes.
The degree to which this objective has been achieved will be shown by the following examination whereby both the contents and the form of the listening materials posted online are submitted to the critical tool of discourse analysis.
Firstly, the sources from which our listening materials have been downloaded are both institutional and of a recognized global impact -the web pages of BBC and the VOA are renowned for their professional authoritativeness and for championing the cause of human rights and liberty around the world. The teaching websites which we have used as sources for the listening materials are also very authoritative and quite popular with students of English as a foreign language. The texts chosen from these sources were of many types and forms: radio interviews with film stars, reports and analyses of the latest news from around the world (Croatia's admission into the EU, the anti-government protests in Turkey, the controversy on the abortion law in Ireland); highlights from history or topical discussions on social, cultural and even medical questions. The lively dialogues and heated debates, the real-life stories of ordinary people which are presented with a didactic purpose in the teaching websites, the academic discussion of diverse topics (the lecture on the idea of freedom or on the frozen continent of Antarctica) have all opened up a wide and variegated cultural prospect before the eyes and minds of Albanian students. All these topics and issues acquire a heightened immediacy and depth as they are presented through a medium which is both strikingly stimulating for the senses and allows all the requisite time for thoughtful reflection. The students, thus, become familiar not only with dry facts and information about Englishspeaking countries but also with the inner texture of life in them. They learn to see things from the viewpoints of the various social groups and individuals that come to life in the listening materials. The content and the form of these materials reveal what various contacts and experiences have in common and what gives them a unique value and significance. By way of illustration we can mention the very touching problem of Enrique Ramirez, as it is described in Enrique's Story. Through this video the students become aware of the implications of illiteracy as a major individual and social problem. By learning about the way that this challenge is met in the American society the students find it easier to look at the same problem in their own country through an enlarged perspective that makes for deeper understanding of the issues involved. The video describes an illiterate man's obstacles in fulfilling his duty as a parent and the strength of will backed up by organized social support which enable him to overcome them and among other things learn to read his son a bedtime story. By adopting a comparative approach the students get to think about such questions as: is this experience relevant to our Albanian society? Does our society treat illiteracy with the same organized efforts as is shown by the American example?
Secondly, an important aspect of discourse prominent in many listening texts is the adoption of more than one perspective in the discussion of a particular topic (Atay¸ Kurt, Çamlibel, Ersin & Kaslioglu, 2009) . A typical example is the coverage of the controversy on the adoption of the abortion law by the Irish, which divided public opinion into two opposing camps. (See Listening Class 12: "News Report -Abortion Law Vote Polarizes Ireland"). Similarly, the reports on the protests in Turkey by the BBC and the VOA express a variety of opinions and viewpoints as the reporters themselves, the protesters, the representatives of the Turkish government and other politicians from around the world comment on the daily rallies and the violent reaction by the police. Getting to view things from a multitude of perspectives helps students to develop a critical intercultural consciousness.
Thirdly, the presence of the intercultural dimension in the listening materials is demonstrated by the frequent use of words and expressions (general nouns, proper nouns, etc.) with positive intercultural connotation (they point to such values as the acceptance of people regardless of race, nationality, etc) and the absence of pejorative expressions or offensive stereotypes. The following is an extensive presentation of concrete examples from the different listening materials:
"My Autism and Me": a different point of view, accepted, understanding, support, relate, socialize, unique, special, etc. "Liberty": free(dom) Russian, English, Burmese, Tunisian, Middle East, respect, 'common to all races', dignity, similarities, dissimilarities, prejudice, oppression, women and men, universal human aspiration, nation, human communication, to engage. "Protests in Turkey": peace, women's rights, listen, respect, citizens' rights, undermine Kecili, Caroline Simons, Declan Meena, Mark Hennesy, Ranjana Kumari, Aung San Suu Kyi, Angeline Jolie, Margaret Thatcher, Boris Kaliegin, etj. This gallery of characters from different countries and backgrounds all use the English language as the medium of reaching out for an international audience -a significant fact on the status and value of English in the contemporary world. By being exposed to the actual thoughts and feelings of people from all classes of society and religious or cultural affiliations (Hollywood stars, politicians, scientists, representatives of various subcultures and denominations, etc.,) the students gradually become more open-minded in their outlook and more empathetic in their sensibilities.
Fourthly, a further intercultural element disclosed by discourse analysis is the presence of linguistic implication. Events, people, and attitudes are frequently presented through the language of tropes (metaphors, similes, etc) and other devices, which, by avoiding the bluntness and crudity characteristic of the uncritical use of language, make for thoughtfulness and a generous spirit of acceptance in evaluating others. On the other hand, the use of literary tropes and indirect language is not carried to an excess -the ideas expressed are not obscured by over-elaborate metaphors or intricate circumlocutions of language -and is carefully guarded from every trace of pejorative connotations.
The following is an example of linguistic implication from the text on Croatia's admission to EU: Generally speaking, the discourse of the various texts -the way the different characters refer to each-other, the language they use in presenting their opinions -is built on the values of mutual acceptance between people and the essential dignity of the individual as such. The following citation is from Enrique's interview -it expresses his feelings towards the tutor, who is helping him overcome his illiteracy: Ben -the autistic boy himself -when describing his own person evinces a reflective awareness about his special identity expressed through the language of self-respect:
"I am clearly OK: clever, occasionally funny and a bit mad..." (Listening Class 14)
In the same vein, Rosie, the autistic protagonist of the documentary says:
"I wouldn't swap my autism for anything. My autism makes me who I am." (Listening Class 14)
The above citations are not only illustrative of the values communicated by their speakers -they also serve as examples of the didactic function fulfilled by the texts in which they are incorporated. Under the influence of this kind of discourse and of the attitudes and realities which it embodies the students become more curious intellectually (their interest in other cultures and alternative human identities is aroused) and at a deeper level more broad-minded in the way they perceive and judge that which is different from the settled ways of life in their society.
Fifthly, another key element that tends to promote the intercultural dimension as evidenced in our online texts is the frequent use of stylistically charged active and passive structures. It is well-known that the use of the passive is associated with an impersonal and objective view of things and situations. The lecture on liberty delivered by the leader of the opposition in Burma makes frequent use of passive structures. This stylistic approach chimes in very perfectly with the principle object of the lecture which is to focus on liberty as a fundamental human value rather than to give vent to personal feelings by means of identifying culprits and making direct accusations (the leader of Burmese opposition has served time in prison as punishment for championing the cause of freedom and democracy). Passive structures help the lecture to focus on the issues involved rather than the persons, the way out rather than pointing a finger to the bad guys. The lecture speaks the language of reason, but the idea of freedom discussed in it comes out as neither abstract nor unattainable in practice. On the contrary, the online audience listens to the inspiring examples of many champions of freedom for different times and civilizations, as if to point out that it requires an act of individual will for the lofty ideal of freedom to be embodied in the here and now of daily human experience.
Sixthly, the use of polarizing personal pronouns like "us" and "them" is not frequent. When use of such pronouns is made, it is not in order to build up artificial binary oppositions between mutually exclusive identities but rather to highlight what is special about a certain culture or social group what gives it a title to be accepted on its own merits and terms without being forced to conform to the pattern of what constitutes the mainstream in a given society. The analysis of the various features of discourse in the listening texts points to the conclusion that such online materials are great promoters of intercultural knowledge, values, attitudes and skills, not only through the ideas that they serve to express but, in a more subtle way through the medium of expression, i.e., websites. Teaching through websites has an incomparable advantage over the traditional listening class in that it provides a fuller and more meaningful context to the materials that the students use for listening practice. A richer context makes for a greater stimulus to see beyond the purely linguistic element of the texts into the cultural horizon that is opened up before the listener.
Critical discourse analysis of the students' comments in the forum
The same type of analysis could be made of the listening activities -the debates and discussions carried out during the reflection stage of the listening classes -and of the comments of the students posted on the forum.
The object of the listening activities contained in the task sheets and of the post-listening ones posted by me on the forum was the enhancement of the skills involved in exploring and making sense of new information rather than the rote memorization of new facts as such. The activities include comprehensive text analyses, thoughtful reflection on the issues involved and discussions on the website's forum. The students were asked to adopt a critical approach in their analyses, which proved to be quite a challenge since they had to confront a plurality of perspectives and opinions on complex issues. Such a procedure helps to stimulate the students' critical thinking in the sense that they learn to see things from a higher vantage point which recognizes the legitimacy of diverse values and identities, even though they might not conform to the students' own cultural preconceptions. Such tasks as making comparisons between the new information and what the students already know or have long taken for granted, interpreting experiences and exchanging thoughts and ideas with each-other share the common aim of helping the students develop their critical skills and raising their awareness on the inexhaustible variety of forms of cultural life in the modern world.
The following are some of the questions posted on the forum which invite the students to discuss and debate:
• In order to find out about the intercultural dimension as it presents itself in the discussions on the forum we have undertaken a detailed examination of the students' discourse. It has to be pointed out that such a procedure presupposes a strong command of the language on the part of the students. In other words, the students have to be able to make use of different stylistic registers and choose between alternative linguistic forms as means of expressing an idea, for the critical instrument of discourse analysis to be fully effective with regards to the object we have set before us -analyzing language as a means of finding out about the promotion of the students' intercultural competence through the use of websites.
In our case, this fundamental condition is not entirely fulfilled since our students' grasp of English is such that sometimes a particular usage is forced upon them as the only available option for the expression of their opinions. Accordingly, their use of stylistic and rhetorical devices is rather meager and not always consistent with the general tendency of their remarks. The students tend to use a straightforward language, which sometimes is marred by grammatical errors, infelicitous use of words and phrases. Nevertheless, the overall picture that we get from the discourse analysis of the students' comments on the forum points unmistakably to an increased intercultural awareness which should be attributed to the web-based methodology that was followed in our listening classes.
The analysis shows that: 1. The students back up their thoughts and opinions by making systematic references to the institutional sources (the BBC, VOA, etc.) from which the listening materials were chosen. For example, they compare the The students, thus, learn to interpret news critically looking for implicit assumptions and conversations in the representation of events. 2. The students' discussions exhibit multiple viewpoints on the topics and issues for consideration. The way discussions are conducted on the forum echoes the models from the online materials -the issue for discussion is plainly stated while the opposing arguments and perspectives that go into the debate are presented in an orderly way, with the students showing due respect of each-other's thoughts and opinions. This approach fosters the students' dialectical skills and powers of reasoning as they compare and interpret different phenomena from different cultures. The end result is that students evolve a more nuanced perspective on things which helps them gain a better understanding of the world they live in. ", borrowed symbols, love, united, different traditions, peace, tolerance, human love, unique, a Christian, a Muslim, non-religious, everyone's celebration, reunion, the USA, typically American, "symbols penetrating to our culture", mutual respect, one's identity, different people, respect each-other's religion, multicultural world, to cohabit, etc. "Family values": universal values, common 6. The high level of participation in the discussions is another key indicator of the effectiveness of our online classes in promoting the students' intercultural competence. Statistically speaking, 90% of the students have used the website to express their opinions at least on one occasion -many have used it much more frequently -while the dynamics of participation show a remarkable uniformity with the exception of one or two materials which drew an increased amount of commentary (the material on Angelina Jolie received 18 comments). The advantage of our online classes over the traditional teaching methodologies is not limited to the quantity of participation (in a traditional class much fewer than 90% the students make an active contribution in class discussions) -the quality of the students' comments is also remarkably higher. Thus, the students' comments tend to be more fully-developed, more coherent and better argued when they are posted online than what is generally the case in a foreign language classroom. Moreover, one can discern a progressive qualitative improvement while following the sequence of the comments in time: the early comments tend to be too long for the dynamics of communication in an online forum, they are descriptive rather than critically argumentative, somewhat self-enclosed and self-referential (the students refer over and over again to their own sphere of experience, while each individual comment seems like a prefabricated construct which do not respond logically to what comes before it) and stylistically a bit dry and unexpressive. As the tasks on the forum follow one-another, we witness an increased level of interaction and cooperation among the students, greater creativity in the discussions a tighter coherence of thoughts and ideas and greater ability in making comparisons, interpretations and generalizations about cultural phenomena which indicates a development of their intercultural competences. All these facts suggest that the online forum as a medium makes for effective communication. It enhances the students' sense of responsibility in expressing themselves (their thoughts and opinions, being posted online, should stand the scrutiny of a potentially unlimited audience) and gives them the necessary time and comfort to make observations and speak their thoughts unhampered by the inevitable constraints and tensions of the classroom. Example:
MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy
The comments on "Public Holidays -Christmas" manifest a wide range of diverse opinions on the way Christmas is conceived but they share a common positive attitude which finds expression in messages like (Lubin) It is true that the writing of the students is not always crystal clear, but this can be made up for as they develop their language skills through continuous practice.
Conclusion
The context which provides the general framework for this study is the ever-expanding role of information technology in contemporary society and the parallel trend towards closer contact and more intense communication between different cultures in a globally integrated community of peoples. It is only natural that the field of education in general and that of SLT in particular should reflect these macro trends in the dynamics of contemporary civilization. The actual question towards which the facts and arguments presented in this study are directed is whether the employment of web-based methodologies in SLT enhances the promotion of the intercultural dimension of such teaching. In order to give a factbased answer to our academic inquiry we followed an experimental approach by carrying out a project on teaching English through websites (this involved the creation of a dedicated class website serving as a virtual environment for our English classes). Our conclusions are based on a critical discourse analysis of the online listening texts which the students used as primary materials for their tasks during the course of the project and of the comments which they posted on the topics of these materials and other related issues on our website's forum. The ready availibilty of institutional sources of high authoritativeness on the web, the multitude of perspectives on cultural issues which they present, the diversity of opinions that the students bring to the issues under discussion on the online forum, the high frequency of the use of words with a marked intercultural significance in the materials and in the comments, the foregrounding of an intercultural perspective as the vantage point from which a topic is presented -these and many other
